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Chile's legislative elections, scheduled for December, have gotten off to a very shaky start. All 120
seats in the Chamber of Deputies and 18 of the 36 Senate seats are at stake. An error by the Partido
Democrata Cristiana (PDC) in registering its candidates has forced the legislature to speedily change
the date of the elections. In addition, a decision by the Partido Socialista (PS) to support two Partido
Comunista de Chile (PC) candidates has threatened to split the governing Concertacion coalition.
The congressional elections are seen as a test of support for the government of President Ricardo
Lagos amid an economic slowdown that has kept unemployment rates high. The PDC has
dominated the Concertacion during the ten years since civilian rule was restored to the country. But
early polling suggests growing support for other parties in the alliance the Partido Socialista (PS),
the Partido por la Democracia (PPD), and the Partido Radical Socialdemocrata (PRSD).
A sharp drop in the PDC vote from the 23% or 24% it has traditionally received to the 12% or 14%
some now predict would rock the party. The PDC would no longer have more congressional seats
than other Concertacion parties, which could bring internal pressure to consider new political
alliances, possibly with the rightist Renovacion Nacional (RN).
Anselmo Sule, who heads the executive committee of the Concertacion, said he expects the coalition
to improve its standing in both houses. "We want to come as close as possible to an absolute
majority in the Chamber of Deputies and maintain our relative majority in the Senate," said Sule,
who is also president of the PRSD.

List of candidates shows friction within alliances
After months of intense negotiations, Chile's political parties finalized their candidate lists for the
congressional election. Although on the surface the campaign is between the Concertacion and
the rightist Alianza por Chile, the rivalries within each alliance could have a greater impact than
the campaign between the alliances. If the partners in each alliance support the candidates of the
alliance partners, all is well; if not, there is trouble. And trouble seems likely in this election.
On July 7, the two rightist parties of the Alianza the RN and the Union Democrata Independiente
(UDI) separately confirmed their lists of candidates, indicating an inability to come up with a unified
slate. The leader of the Alianza, Santiago mayor Joaquin Lavin of the UDI, called on supporters
to unify and act with "generosity." Although the RN has traditionally been the stronger of the
two rightist parties, the impressive showing by Lavin in last year's presidential election where he
captured 48% of the vote put the UDI in the leadership position. The UDI confirmed the candidacy
of its president Pablo Longueira for the deputy seat in the Conchali, Renca, and Huechuraba district
of Santiago, a working-class district that has never elected a deputy from the right.
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The RN will run its president Sebastian Pinera for the Senate seat in Valparaiso, the second-mostimportant city in Chile. The RN, now headed by businessman Sebastian Pinera, is downplaying
Lavin's leadership role and trying to pave the way for a future Pinera presidential bid. The rivalry
deepened when the UDI decided in June to nominate Adm. Jorge Arancibia as its candidate for the
same Senate seat Pinera is running for (see NotiSur, 2001-06-22).

Error prompts change of election date
The legislative election had been scheduled for Dec. 11, and the deadline for registering candidates
was July 14. The PDC, which led the coalition government from 1990- 2000, failed to properly register
its candidates with electoral authorities by the deadline, effectively eliminating its candidates from
the race. Chile's election law (Ley sobre Votaciones Populares y Escrutinios) requires each candidate
to personally register their candidacy in a notary's office or designate a legal representative to carry
out the process.
The discovery on July 16 of the potential ineligibility of PDC candidates sent politicians scrambling
for a solution, since the registration period had closed. The government sent an urgent bill to
Congress to change the date of the elections from December 11 to December 16, thus extending the
registration period for candidates. The bill had the support of the parties in the Concertacion as well
as the opposition UDI.
"A very unfortunate situation occurred and it had to be resolved, because the majority of Chileans
must have a chance to participate in the elections," said Interior Minister Jose Miguel Insulza.
Congress passed the proposal to change the election date in a record nine hours on July 17, bringing
angry comments from some citizens that other, and perhaps more important, legislation has
languished in Congress for years.
On July 20, PDC president Ricardo Hormazabal and three other top party leaders resigned
as a result of the registration fiasco. The same day, the PDC held an emergency meeting and
elected former President Patricio Aylwin (1990- 1994) to head the party. "Don't congratulate me,
commiserate with me," said Aylwin after his election as PDC president for the eighth time. "At this
stage in my life, I have other things do, and I say quite frankly that I'm not sure whether at my age
I'll have what it takes to efficiently lead the party."

PS deal with PC threatens Concertacion
Rumors that the PS might back some PC candidates had been circulating for weeks. In late
June, the PS called on its Concertacion allies to have "a degree of comprehension" and accept
the decision by the PS to support PC candidates in two districts. The alliance would boost the
Concertacion's electoral chances, the PS said. In the last election, the PC received 6% of the vote, but
the complicated and restrictive binominal electoral system makes it almost impossible for a smaller
party to win a congressional seat.
Through its agreement with the PS, the party hopes to have representation in Congress for the first
time since the return to democracy in 1990. The electoral system provides for the election of two
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representatives from each district 60 for deputies and 19 for senators. However, for one coalition
to secure both seats it must capture twice as many votes as its nearest rival. The PS-PC pact affects
five districts where PC support could enable the Concertacion to double the right's votes and secure
two seats. In exchange, the PS support for PC candidates in the Santiago Pudahuel district and the
northern Region IV Illapel district could give the party one or both seats. The PS's confirmation
on July 21 of its support for PC candidates in the two districts threatened to split the governing
coalition.
PS president Camilo Escalona said the party wanted to end the PC's exclusion from the
parliamentary system and at the same time increase the chance of electing more Concertacion
candidates. "This agreement will allow the party to regain a legitimate presence in the parliament,
which is long overdue," said PC secretary general Gladys Marin. The agreement drew heated
opposition from the PDC and the PPD. PDC deputy Zarko Luksic said the PS decision does not
conform to the spirit of the coalition. "The attitude is not convenient and I think it eventually could
lead to a rupture in the alliance," said Luksic. PPD president Guido Girardi said the decision "sows
mistrust and puts at risk the unity and the future of the Concertacion." The crisis is the most serious
within the Concertacion since its formation in 1989.
The last major test of the coalition's cohesiveness was in December 1998, two months after former
dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990) was detained in London (see NotiSur, 1999-02-05). At
that time, the PS publicly supported Spain's request for Pinochet's extradition to stand trial for
human rights abuses. Then President Eduardo Frei of the PDC insisted that Pinochet be returned to
Chile, which he was in March 2000 after 503 days of house arrest.
Lagos denied that the Concertacion is in crisis. "The Concertacion is enjoying good health, as it
always has," said the president. "This is the most successful coalition in the history of Chile; never
has a coalition governed for the length of time that the Concertacion has governed. The present
issues will be resolved by the leaders of the political parties."
In a statement issued July 23, the PS reaffirmed its support for the PC candidates in Pudahuel and
Illapel, insisting it was not putting the coalition at risk. "The Partido Socialista will give all its effort
to the success of all Concertacion candidates," it said. "The Partido Socialista does not and will not
jeopardize the possibilities of any Concertacion parliamentarian," said party president Escalona.
On July 25, the Concertacion said the crisis had been resolved. Although the PS maintained its
pact with the PC, in a short "public declaration" the four Concertacion parties pledged "to work
in a united way, to give mutual support, and to back, with the votes of all party members, all their
candidates in every district in the country."

Support for Lagos has dropped
A recent survey by the Centro de Estudios Publicos (CEP) shows support for Lagos stands at 48%, a
drop of 6% since December 2000. Forty-one per cent of respondents approved of the way the Lagos
administration is governing, while 35% disapproved. In addition, the majority of Chileans say the
country is at a standstill, while 18% consider it in full- blown decline. The CEP, an institute tied to
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the right, said respondents indicated three areas that the government should pay more attention
to: employment, poverty, and health. The institute said, however, that the administration got high
marks in its handling of international relations, education issues, and relations with the military.
As indicated by the CEP survey, the persistent unemployment 9.6% nationally and 15% in Santiago
could play a significant role in the December elections. The CEP said its survey showed the PDC
remains the strongest party with 14% support, followed by the RN and the PPD, each with 9%. The
UDI had 8% support and the PS 7%. About 43% did not identify with any party.

-- End --
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